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Many things came to a lull during the recent financial crisis – including the rampant poaching and turnover among
relationship managers working in private banks. Rival banks offered twice the salary to entice them to change their
name cards, and bring along clients whom they have been dealing with.
That period of giddiness spun to a stop as global financial markets move into crisis mode in the middle of 2008.
However, in tandem with tentative signs of sustained recovery since last year, the turnover rate within the private
banking industry in Singapore has increased. UOB’s Private Banking unit, for example, which experienced less than
5% turnover during the downturn, is now seeing competition for talent heating up in the industry. Many industry
players have publicly stated the number of new hires they want to achieve.
“These private bankers have to come from somewhere. This beggar-thy-neighbour approach is not a sustainable
model,” said Wilson Aw, head of UOB Private Banking, in an interview. To a large extent, Aw is saying what the
private banking industry has always known: pinching relationship managers (almost certainly at an inflated salary)
from rivals is a quick, but an expensive and non-sustainable way to build the necessary talent pool to meet the
growing needs of this wealth management business.
As banks like UOB know, if they want to stay in this business for the long haul, they need to train, nurture and
retain their own talent pool of qualified employees. Rather than conducting all the training itself, UOB has engaged
external parties too.
The SMU-UOB Advanced Diploma in Private Banking (http://www.smu.edu.sg/executive_education/index.asp), for
example, is one such customised external courses that help to further sharpen the skills of UOB private bankers. The
year-long programme (http://www.smu.edu.sg/news_room/press_releases/2008/PDF%20files/20080425%20SMU-
UOB%20Factsheet.pdf) equips participants with the necessary tools of the trade: from effective communications
and selling skills, to understanding needs and the profile of high net worth clients, as well as the workings of financial
markets, portfolio construction, corporate finance, to credit structuring and enterprise risk management.
Since 2007, UOB Private Banking has invested in three batches of graduands who have completed the programme;
the Bank is also experiencing an increasing need to train, as it expands its business aggressively. The programme is
designed to meet the industry accreditation standards – Financial Industry Competency Standards (FICS) promoted
by the Institute of Banking and Finance.
Wealth creation boom
Earlier this decade, the government gave the wealth management industry a big nudge forward, in an effort to
reinforce Singapore’s position as an international financial centre. Within the loosely defined wealth management
industry, private banking sits in totem position, speaking only to those with more than a million dollars in liquid
assets. Lower down the value chain is the segment known by several names, like: privilege banking, premier banking,
priority banking, which serves those with a quarter million, or more.
Responding to the government incentives, players of all sizes and from different geographies got into the action.
Established incumbents, namely, the Swiss and other European private banks, as well as wealth management units
of international banks, mainly US-based, were also quick to ramp up their operations. Of course, the three local
banks with their home ground advantage could not afford to stay out of the game.
The industry response is hardly surprising. According to a recent Boston Consulting Group (BCG) report, Asia Pacific’s
share of global wealth is expected to rise from 15% last year, to nearly 20% by 2014. Last year, wealth in the region
grew by 22% -- twice the global average -- to US$3.1 trillion. Such a huge amount of wealth poses tremendous
business potential for the wealth management industry. Using a simplistic assumption that if all this US$3.1 trillion is
handed to the care of the industry, the revenue generated would be some US$31 billion a year, based on the basic
service fee of 1% per year.
Singapore, being the wealth management hub, occupies a central position in this strong regional creation of wealth.
Last September, market leader UBS estimated that the industry may need 900 more trained relationship managers
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over the next five years for the region.
Brand value
Looking back five to ten years, the incumbents possessed many advantages. They are big brand names, oozing with
sophistication, and a bulging client list. “In terms of branding, positioning, it would have been more difficult then.
Local banks were just starting to be active in private banking,” Aw observed.
However, their relatively small initial presence does not mean that the local banks should therefore just concede this
growing pie to the bigger foreign players.
What helped level the playing field for the local players is the fragmented nature of the business: given the right
positioning, products, and services in the growing market, every aspiring player stands some chance at building
market share.
Then the 2008 crisis hit. Debt-laden banks, together with their wealth management units were swallowed by rivals;
others were dragged through the regulatory mud over tax-related allegations. It was not a pretty sight.
From Aw’s point of view, the crisis created a window of opportunity for players with relatively lower international
profiles. “The crisis opened customers’ eyes to the reality that although a brand name is important, there are other
factors to consider. Things can go wrong with big brand names as well,” he said.
Like any consumer, private banking clients started to make comparisons: can they trust a particular bank to
safeguard wealth for future generations? Will the bank even be around that long? Also, instead of pledging loyalty to
just one bank, some clients started to spread their risks by having their family assets managed by different private
banks.
The episode has also given UOB the chance to reinforce its image as a serious player. The bank has also put in place
the various pieces of the “infrastructure” needed to compete effectively: a team of well-trained relationship
managers, operations professionals, products specialists, risk managers who can help clients monitor their positions
and so on.
Pick up and keep up
At the core of any successful private banking business are the teams of relationship managers, and this is not an
easy job. Not everybody in the financial industry can make a successful career out of being one. According to Aw,
one key requirement of a relationship manager is to have the drive. “This is a vocation where they must have the
drive to meet clients’ requirements, which can be quite demanding -- the drive to see the customer’s wealth grow.
They also must have integrity, because you are dealing with clients’ multi-generational wealth. The call to do the
right thing for the clients overrides everything else” he said.
They also need a certain level of knowledge, with the capability to pick up new product knowledge and keep up with
the increasing complexity of the financial world. Besides relationship managers, private banks keep in their payroll
product specialists and investment advisers who work as a team with the relationship managers - accompany
relationship managers to client meetings, help them gain a finer appreciation of the various financial instruments and
products available. “However, if they depend too much on product specialists and investment advisers, and do not
have much knowledge on their own, it will be quite difficult to engage clients in a meaningful way over the long run,”
said Aw.
Then there are also social etiquette, networking skills, handling different customers in different situations, and other
soft skills. “Soft skills can only be trained up to a certain extent and if the relationship managers are not really of
certain personality, it is difficult to push it,” he said. Relationship managers also need to know about certain rules,
regulations, and processes – both internal and external, so as to help clients steer clear of any potential issues.
Train more, poach less
For private banking chiefs like Aw, the nature of the business demands that they have to set the bar high for
aspiring private bankers. At the same time, they also have to deal with the perennial issue of talent retention.
“For us to grow organically, we train new people from the ground up. We train people with no private banking
experience but who already have two to three years of banking experience. Sadly, after they are relatively well-
equipped, and have built up a decent portfolio, they get poached,” said Aw.
Interestingly, UOB is not imposing a bond for the staff whom it sends for external courses like the SMU programme.
“They are with us, employed by the bank; we want to develop them, provide the best training for them,” said Aw.
“Of course, there is an intrinsic moral bond – we hope they will stay with us. If they don’t, instead of saying, ‘why
doesn’t the moral bond work’, we will question ourselves: ‘is there something that we can do better so that the staff
will stay with us? Besides, even if there’s a bond, there’s nothing to stop the prospective new employer from buying
out the bond,” he added.
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Long-term targets
To a large extent, the poaching and high turnover is driven by private bank players in a hurry to build up their
presence measured by the usual metrics. While Aw sees the need to grow, UOB Private Banking’s approach is not a
one-track focus on size and size only. Sure, there are aggressive growth targets to meet. However, what he is
aiming for is to be known as a bank that customers completely trust, and have complete ease of mind that their
wealth can be taken care of for many generations to come.
“So if that vision or mission is accomplished, then whether it is size or niche, we can achieve quite easily. As we
grow on this path, we are mindful that whatever we do, we want to make sure that all our customers are very well
taken care of,” said Aw.
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